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‘Threads of tension’ – Professor Suzi Vaughan and Wendy Armstrong  
 
Introduction  
Fashion design is a practice that by its very nature is in a constant state of flux. What is new 
today will, almost without fail, be passé tomorrow. In the words of Coco Chanel “fashion is 
made to become unfashionable”. In addition to this natural context of constant change, 
fashion practice has been largely absent from academic texts and fashion theory has only 
begun to emerge as a subject worthy of serious study since the 1980s so as fashion lecturers 
and students we deal daily with an unknown future as well as an inconsistently documented 
past. Historically within this discipline, Australia has been situated on the periphery of 
academic activity, with Brisbane playing a very minor role compared to the more established 
Australian fashion centers of Sydney and Melbourne. While cities such as London, New York 
and Melbourne have a long tradition of art school and university fashion education, QUT was, 
in 2002, the first university in Queensland to offer a degree level program in fashion and the 
first, in 2005, to extend its specialist fashion training to postgraduate research degrees.  
 
Learning to become a fashion designer in Queensland, Australia presents an entirely different 
set of opportunities and challenges to those encountered by fashion students in the major 
European, North American or Asian cities. While there have been phenomenal changes in 
Brisbane over the last five years, there are still limited opportunities for fashion students to 
study the work of contemporary international designers firsthand or to view costume 
collections in museums such as the Victoria and Albert, London, or the Musée de la Mode, 
Paris. To some, such shortcomings might appear considerable however there can also be an 
exhilaration in knowing that you are not walking in the footsteps of generations of renowned 
designers, liberation in finding your own style or having a blank sheet of paper to draw on. 
This latter understanding has informed our approach to teaching fashion in Queensland. Our 
belief is that the study of fashion design at university is both the study of the practice of 
creating original fashion and the practice of contextualizing it, through analysis and critique. 
Within an age of increasing globalization, information overload and mass-consumption we 
believe that it is at the periphery that new ideas and new ways of thinking will blossom.  
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This essay looks at some of the obstacles encountered by first year QUT fashion students 
and at some of the innovative teaching methodologies being employed by the QUT fashion 
team, with particular focus on an introductory first year project titled ‘sox’.  
 
Threading the needle 
The decision to study fashion at university seems for many students to be less of a choice 
than a compulsion. Evidence shows that students are usually drawn to study fashion because 
they have a ‘passion for fashion’ - often grown out of a much loved hobby - that sees design 
less as a form of income generation and more as a fulfilling pastime. This can result in an 
approach to fashion which is initially focused less on realizing a sustainable career than on 
fulfilling a need to create and to make. Whilst this passion is admirable and often produces 
highly motivated students, it does not, in itself, prepare them for the nature of university study 
where creative practice is just one part of the whole experience. 
 
Despite the growing economic and cultural role that fashion plays within the creative 
industries, employing millions of people across the globe and contributing to the wealth of 
many nations, choosing to study fashion at university can still be seen as a foolish 
educational choice by parents and school careers counselors alike. Bright girls are regularly 
talked out of the idea and boys are encouraged to consider other more ‘serious’ design 
disciplines such as architecture or industrial design. Even though fashion has spawned a truly 
international industry, extending far beyond the discreet role of the fashion designer and 
incorporating a multitude of associated areas of employment, from pattern cutting to product 
development, journalism to PR, styling to event management, fashion still struggles to attain 
acceptance as a serious discipline of study. Even within the traditional British art school 
environment fashion design degrees are sometimes referred to derogatively as ‘cappuccino 
courses’ - all foam and little real substance. Add to these perceptions the persisting idea that 
fashion is a largely female pursuit and you have a complex mix of environmental factors at 
play around the choice to study fashion at university.  
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The gendered view of fashion relates both to the consumption and production, although not 
necessarily the conception, of fashion. Since the days of Charles Worth and the advent of the 
modern fashion industry, women have commonly been viewed as the principal consumers of 
fashionable dress. Further, while men’s tailoring has always been an almost universally male 
area of production, women’s clothing has traditionally been manufactured principally by 
women. Fashion departments in universities and art schools have also been dominated by 
female staff, and despite the fact that many of the most celebrated fashion designers are 
male, fashion students are overwhelmingly female. This gendering of the discipline along with 
the associated trivialization of fashion as ‘women’s business’ has contributed to fashion being 
taken less seriously than other design disciplines both within academia and within the larger 
design industry. These negative perceptions can result in some fashion students and 
graduates feeling the need to justify their choice of study and career path to peers and 
parents alike, or even, in extreme cases, to lie about their study. One fashion student at QUT 
told his male friends that he was studying graphic design which he believed was more 
acceptable to his rugby playing peer group. To be seen to be studying fashion design, 
amongst predominantly female peers was, initially at least, just too embarrassing a truth to 
confess to. 
 
Tangled Threads 
Gaining a place in any reputable fashion degree program is highly competitive. AT QUT just 
one in eight applicants receives an offer each year. Successful candidates are required to 
prepare a portfolio of work strong enough to ensure they make it to the interview stage at 
which time they will be tested on their commitment, knowledge and potential by a panel of 
fashion lecturers.  
 
Whilst aspiring art and design students in the UK are encouraged to develop relevant skills at 
secondary level, which are built upon in compulsory year long foundation courses, in 
Australia, and especially Queensland where university level study in fashion is relatively new, 
few applicants have any depth of training in design prior to tertiary study. Unlike disciplines 
such as Dance, Visual Art or Drama, where lecturers can anticipate a good level of skill upon 
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entry to a degree program, we have to look for the potential evidenced in an applicant’s 
portfolio, much of which is often totally untutored work that they have generated themselves 
in preparation for application. This means that many first year fashion students at QUT whilst 
very passionate about the idea of fashion design are often very naïve about the practice of 
fashion design, with limited knowledge of the history or cultural context of fashion and few of 
the technical skills needed to translate their ideas into three dimensional products. Having 
undergone the selection process, students often feel a real sense of pride and 
accomplishment, and they look forward to commencing the course and meeting their new 
peers however this anticipation is often mixed with a good dose of anxiety as they imagine 
how talented the others might be, wonder how they will cope with their limited specialist skills 
and where they will rank in the group.  
 
The mix of passion, creativity and pride combined with limited knowledge and technical 
incompetence can lead to frustration, anxiety and at times anger as first year students wrestle 
with newly acquired skills, new environments and the shift from talented hobbyist to fledgling 
professional. Commencing a fashion design degree brings students into contact with peers 
and lecturers who share their passion, providing them with a community of practice that can 
be both supportive and at the same time intimidating. Joining any new community involves 
transition and adaptation yet just as we learn to adapt to different cultures and languages 
when we choose to live or travel in other countries, so students learn the language and 
culture of an academic community in order to succeed within this environment. All students 
bring with them individual learning styles and individual expectations, influenced by their prior 
experiences of learning and of life; some have excelled at school, others have come to 
fashion seeking something in which to excel for the first time, some have traveled extensively 
while others have never left the state. Many have little idea what university study will involve 
whilst others have commenced or completed degrees before settling on fashion. For teachers 
engaging with first year students in the design studios, it is critical to be cognisant of this mix 
of different experiences, expectations and emotions in order to design curricula which engage 
and stretch students without unduly increasing their level of frustration and anxiety. 
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Weaving the threads  
“Many forms of design deal with both precise and vague ideas, call for systematic 
and chaotic thinking, need both imaginative thought and mechanical calculation.” 
(Lawson 1997: 4) 
 
Fashion design education revolves around a series of tensions; between the head and the 
hands, the expressive and the analytical, between abstract concepts and three dimensional 
outcomes, between risk (novelty) and safety (a supportive learning environment). The 
capability and understanding required to become a successful creative practitioner within the 
fashion industry is a complex blend of conceptual, technical and business skills. Developing 
these skills requires students to be given authentic learning experiences which challenge and 
extend, whilst also acknowledging their level of experience. As staff we have a responsibility 
to provide opportunities for students to develop their skills and capabilities in a challenging 
yet secure space. Students need to build trust and confidence in order to take the risks 
inherent in the fashion design process. They must truly believe that each project brief has an 
infinite variety of solutions and that there is no one ‘correct’ response being sought. Alongside 
this however students need a framework that will guide and support them. This framework 
must be flexible enough to allow for individual interpretation, but with sufficient clarity to form 
a scaffold in the early stages of study. It should provide students with an introduction to the 
language, values and philosophy of the learning community they have joined and, at the 
same time; reflect the realities and complexities of the industry into which they will graduate 
after three years. It needs to recognize the tensions inherent in learning to become a fashion 
practitioner, and to capture the mix of skills, knowledge and understanding required to 
succeed in the fashion industry. 
 
Design is difficult to define, and definitions vary considerably from one discipline to another. 
George Cox in his 2005 review of creativity in business defines design in relation to creativity 
and innovation: 
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’”Design” is what links creativity and innovation. It shapes ideas to become practical 
and attractive propositions for users or customers. Design may be described as 
creativity deployed to a specific end.” (Cox 2005: 2)  
 
Just as design is difficult to define, designers too possess different approaches and different 
types of knowledge. Fashion design occupies the ‘expressive, emotive and subjective’ end of 
the spectrum, while engineering design, by comparison, is at the ‘rational, calculative and 
objective’ end (Tether 2005:14). In translation, this difference has meant that taking a rational 
approach generally results in products that are largely functional and material in their value, 
while emotive, subjective design (as used by fashion) produces highly symbolic goods where 
the perceived value greatly exceeds the cost of the labour and materials embedded within the 
product.  
 
For many fashion design students creating fashion is an important means of self expression, 
seen as a way to stand out as individuals and to communicate their innermost thoughts and 
feelings. The act of making is often a very private pursuit, akin to visual art or music in its 
application of abstract concepts. In a university setting, aspects of this private activity take 
place in communal studios with outcomes critiqued and assessed in front of other students, 
turning what was a solitary expressive activity into a very public, scrutinized one.  
 
Many university students who undertake degree courses never have their individual work 
sighted by their peers or the public. Fashion however is an industry where the outcomes of a 
designers work are publically paraded, critiqued, bought and copied. In this respect students 
need to develop the skills to survive and thrive in this context. As such QUT assessment 
tasks are developed to address a level of ‘public’ display and peer critique. It must be 
acknowledged also that creative practice is often accompanied by a degree of vulnerability 
and students can feel as though they are putting ‘themselves’ on display, not just their 
drawings or samples.  
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Drawing on our accumulated understanding of the challenges and tensions implicit in learning 
to become a fashion designer we have attempted - over a number of years, and through 
collaboration, trial, error and reflection - to develop an approach to teaching that enables our 
students to succeed as learners. Key to this approach is an introductory project designed to 
lead first year students sequentially through the design process. 
 
The sox project 
 This project aims to show students ‘the ropes’ whilst also allowing them to find their place in 
the group and to see how other students approach the same task. It also endeavors to build a 
creative learning environment where students feel supported in their decision to take risks 
within the design process.  
 
Drawing inspiration from the work of the Belgian designer Martin Margiela this short, 
challenging project runs over the first two weeks of the degree course. It aims to instill 
confidence in the students whilst building the foundational technical skills that underpin 
independent learning. In week one, each first year student is given eight pairs of standard 
sports socks and asked to transform these undisputedly mundane items into an innovative, 
yet wearable garment which will be publicly displayed the following week. 
 
Completion of this task enables students to learn to balance the creative aspects inherent in 
the conception of fashion design against the technical skills that they need to translate their 
abstract concepts into well fitting, professionally executed three dimensional garments. 
Developing independent practitioners in this context is complex and relies on a great deal of 
mutual trust and respect. We believe that the first stage in growing a student’s independence 
is by giving respect to the individual creativity of each student. In some ways the project also 
sets out to expose individual doubts and anxieties, to establish and measure student 
responses and to reveal the tensions at play within each student 
 
The students’ initial approach to the project can be likened to the experience of a group of 
adolescent girls in a changing room being asked to wear a bikini for the first time in front of 
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their classmates. Some will be confident, some will be fearful of being looked at and 
compared, some will hide behind a towel, some will over-compensate for their fears and 
boldly charge forward, only to find they haven’t tied up the top of the bikini. 
 
The individual approaches to the project very quickly identify the inherent learning styles of 
students. Some commence the project with in-depth research, analysis and writing before 
embarking on any designs; some sketch; others methodically work out the mannequin sizes 
and the stretch factor in the socks; some use their technical skills as a starting point for their 
design whilst others go directly to the mannequin, commence pinning and draping thus 
allowing the design to evolve without any real planning. Each student is encouraged to 
pursue their own approach to the project which provides lecturers and peers with an 
indication of each student’s natural starting point for the projects that follow.  
 
By the end of the project students have generally developed an appreciation of the 
individuality of the fashion design processes evidenced in increased levels of confidence and 
understanding and a recognition that lecturers respect their abilities regardless of the very 
varied levels of skill. Alongside the students’ increased confidence, the project also allows the 
first year lecturers to develop an awareness of the learning styles of each student. Gleaning 
this information so early on is priceless; it is the ‘data’ needed to develop our ’mass-
customized’ approach to teaching that enables students’ individual creativity to flourish.  
 
Untangling the Threads 
This project has proved invaluable as a learning experience for both students and staff. There 
is no summative assessment but the task requires students to work to a project brief and 
complete their work within specified timelines. Consequently the feedback is timely, 
developmental, and, formative. It offers the students an opportunity to understand the 
educational process which will define their learning experiences and assessment over the 
next three years. This project is effectively a ‘microcosm” of what happens in further years, 
when students are required to conceptualize, design and pattern cut an entire collection. By 
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setting them on the path to independent learning, we believe it sets up a pathway for success 
as they move through the course and into the industry.  
 
Teaching and learning in the discipline of fashion design centres around a complex system of 
tensions in which the head, the heart, the hands, the eyes, the body and the mind all play a 
role. This is a system where the demands of high quality tertiary education compete with the 
intangibles of creativity and the rapid pace of change within the fashion industry. Students 
enter the fashion program with individual expectations, aspirations and fears and possess 
different levels and combinations of skills and comprehension. It is critical then that we 
harness each student’s motivation and demonstrate to them early that they can grow and 
flourish within this tertiary environment. It can be tricky, but for us the challenges and 
tensions are inspiring, and as we learn more about our students approaches to learning, we 
get closer to creating the ‘perfect’ environments and activities which enable our students to 
succeed both as learners and as creatives within the fashion industry.  
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